University of North Dakota

UND Scholarly Commons
Geography & Geographic Information Science
Faculty Publications

Department of Geography & Geographic
Information Science

3-15-2019

Reading the Landscape in Antler, North Dakota: Repeat
Photography in an Atrophying Northern Plains Town
William A. Wetherholt
Gregory S. Vandeberg
University of North Dakota, gregory.vandeberg@und.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.und.edu/geo-fac
Part of the Geography Commons

Recommended Citation
Wetherholt, William A. and Vandeberg, Gregory S., "Reading the Landscape in Antler, North Dakota: Repeat
Photography in an Atrophying Northern Plains Town" (2019). Geography & Geographic Information
Science Faculty Publications. 12.
https://commons.und.edu/geo-fac/12

This Book Chapter is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Geography & Geographic
Information Science at UND Scholarly Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Geography & Geographic
Information Science Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of UND Scholarly Commons. For more
information, please contact und.commons@library.und.edu.

READING THE LANDSCAPE IN ANTLER, NORTH DAKOTA:
REPEAT PHOTOGRAPHY IN AN ATROPHYING NORTHERN
PLAINS TOWN
W.A. Wetherholt
Department of Geography
Frostburg State University
101 Braddock Road
Frostburg, MD 21532
wawetherholt@frostburg.edu
G.S. Vandeberg
Department of Geography
University of North Dakota
221 Centennial Drive Stop 9020
Grand Forks, ND 58202
gregory.vandeberg@.und.edu

INTRODUCTION
Lilith Lorraine (1966, 144) remarked:
A ghost-town is beautiful, etched against the starlight
Like a silver skeleton; its windows open wide
Are eyes that see eternity, mirrored in the farlight,
Derelicts of destiny with nothing left to hide
But to watch a city dying where the dust is needle-stinging,
Dying in the noon-tide, day by cynic day,
Blowing through the skeletons, with shreds of flesh still clinging,
To what was once the shapeliness of soul that moulded clay.
Things that slip across the track to frigid assignations
These its dead-eyed citizens that wear the mask of man
And pray their patterned prayers to Gods as dead as their creations,
Come Compassionate Reaper, and slay them while you can.

The idea of a ghost town can bring many visions to one’s mind, but not always as
poetic as Lorraine. Carlson (1985, 301) noted William James’ writing from the late
1800s on the birth of farmsteads that were the precursor for these failed communities:
“[farmsteads are an] unmitigated squalor … without a single element of artificial grace to
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make up for the loss of Nature’s beauty.” The loss of Nature’s beauty due to the
development of these towns can be viewed as a comeback story; vegetation recovery in
ghost towns tells the tale of Nature returning to re-stake its claim on the landscape. No
uniform definition seems identified for what constitutes a “ghost town”, but the presence
of a crumbling infrastructure, loss of inhabitants, and general abandonment are all
characteristics of such. DeLyser (1999, 606) refers to ghost towns as “landscapes of the
past” and points out the multiple interpretations that can occur by varied generations of
visitors. Power (1996, 56) affixes the moniker to “small towns exclusively devoted to
mining or agriculture, located in areas where people would prefer not to live” having
shrunk to a population “that support the economic base vision”, but certainly doesn’t
sustain it. The Power definition does not include zero population as criterion.
Conversely, Brown (2000) repeatedly alludes to the human presence of a ghost town in
the past-tense.

Hudson (1973) talks of ghost towns as settlements that expected

railroads to arrive, however when the railroad failed to make a stop, these passed-over
towns could not grow, and faded away. Again, a quantifiable human component is not
made explicit in this definition, but suggests very low numbers and cut off from society.
No matter the definition, a ghost town has either arrested development or exhibits decline
that can extend into decay, a complete lack of people or very few individuals, no central
governance, and seemingly no tether to the societal infrastructure.
Ghost towns have been studied in many contexts including the analysis of soils
and plants and their recovery in arid environments, abandonment after miscalculated
resource availability and boosterism that did not pan out, agriculture failure, human
interactions with them, public perceptions of them, and expectations with respect to
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authenticity (Brown 2000; Webb and Newman 1982; Webb, Steiger, and Turner 1987;
DeLyser 1999). Wyckoff (2006) did not work directly with ghost towns, but he did
capture the change of the built cultural landscape in Montana through repeat photography
using photos of roadways collected by highway engineers.
Knapp (1991) focused on ghost towns in southwest Montana with methods that
included repeat photography to analyze anthropomorphic disturbances like trampling,
vehicular compaction, and grazing. Historical photos were selected to include a varied
range of disturbances and sites that were revisited to analyze the rates of vegetation
recovery. It was also noted that the ghost towns studied in southwest Montana lost
population because of a lack of railroad accessibility, mine closures, and a depletion of
males due to WWII (Knapp 1991). Similar causes may preclude North Dakota ghost
towns as well. Armstrong (2011) used photographs of Robsart, Saskatchewan to
document abandonment and to compare these images to the work of Walter Benjamin
(1986). Images of various landscapes in the town were used to show “chronotypes of
abandonment” and link them to memories evoked by the images.
De Lyser (1999) gives attention to public interest in and perception of ghost
towns by work conducted in Bodie, California. This ghost town managed by the
California State Park system draws more than 200,000 visitors each year. While some
sites close to larger population centers fuel some tourism to ghost towns like Bodie,
California, North Dakota ghost towns are slipping away with far less public interest or
intervention. There is some concern that when museums are created out of ghost towns,
misconceptions of a town can emerge because certain elements of a ghost town are
preserved while others are not. There exists a common thread through all ghost towns
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that its antiquity gives way to its authenticity no matter the condition, ownership, or
popularity (DeLyser 1999).
Others have analyzed vegetation changes with repeat photography techniques that
do not include the presence of ghost towns. Some have utilized historical aerial
panchromatic imagery from the USGS and compared changes of aspen trees in Colorado
with remotely sensed imagery (Manier and Laven 2002). Using aerial photography is
argued to assist in reducing bias because random sites can be selected, unlike historical
ground photos that were taken to capture a settler’s viewpoints and construction of
buildings (Hutchinson, Unruh, and Bahre 2000).
Jakle and Wilson (1992) do not focus on ghost towns, but on the decay of the
built cultural landscape across America in a variety of scales from highly urbanized cities
to withering rural agricultural communities. It is through photography that one can read
the story of a devolving landscape: “perhaps, the easiest if not the best way to
communicate a remembered place is through the medium of photography” (Jakle and
Wilson 1992, 3). A place’s tale of dereliction is a window into understanding society,
and “what remains is a sense of temporal depth comprised of varying vocabularies each
differentially reflecting history” (ibid, 15).
Whether or not Antler, North Dakota (Fig. 1) classifies as a ghost town is up for
debate, but having lost 87.1% of its population in the last 50 years (Fig. 2), and with the
American Community Survey estimating 25 people left in 2016, the quiet slip into
oblivion is palpable (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). The town was originally settled in the
1880s by three families that crossed south from Canada: the Schells, Mannings, and
Siefferts (Schell 1975). Antler is almost a literal stone’s throw from the Canadian border,
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where the provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan meet North Dakota. On July 11,
1905, the First International Bank of Westhope began selling lots in Antler, and train
service on the 13-mile Burlington Northern spur from Westhope to Antler began service
on Monday August 21, 1905 (Schell 1975). The population peaked with the first census
count of Antler in 1910 with a population of 342 people (U.S. Census Bureau 2018).
Antler was never a large community. Today it is exceedingly small. Its location
in far north-central North Dakota leaves it among the most remote settlements in the
country. The USDA’s Economic and Research Service (2015) places it in the most
severe Frontier and Remote (FAR) designation they have: FAR Level 4. FAR 4 codes
identify settlements that are more than an hour from an urban area greater than 50,000 or
more people; and 45 minutes or more from urban areas of 25,000 – 49,999; and 30
minutes or more from urban areas of 10,000 – 24,999; and 15 minutes or more from
urban areas of 2,500 – 9,999 inhabitants (ibid). The Antler American newspaper only ran
from 1905 to 1919 (Library of Congress 2018). The Burlington Northern spur to Antler
was abandoned in 1985 with no filed protests (North Dakota Public Service Commission
2015). The Antler Public School closed in 1987 with the dissolution of the school district
(Jorgensen 2017).
The purpose of this study is to provide a method to read the landscape of an
atrophying town. Undertaking this task in Antler began to uncover a story of
abandonment and change over the last century. It is this telling of a story through
photography that situates our chapter in a book regarding language. As the saying goes, a
picture is worth a thousand words, and these images offer an abridged tale that is being
told time and time again in the sea of grass straddling the 100th Meridian.
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Peirce Lewis (1979, 12) asserts that we can read the landscape much like a book:
“our human landscape is our unwitting biography, reflecting our tastes, our values, our
aspirations, and even our fears, in tangible, visible form.” The majority of us are not used
to reading the cultural landscape, but the story is there nonetheless. Lewis offers a set of
ideas, or axioms, with which one can employ to begin to uncover a place’s biography.
Among these axioms is The Axiom of Landscape as a Clue to Culture wherein Lewis
(1992, 15) suggests that “the ordinary run-of-the-mill things humans have created and put
upon the earth provides strong evidence of the kind of people we are, and were, and are
in the process of becoming.” For a repeat photography study of a terminal settlement like
Antler, this axiom is helpful to see the kind of people that once were, and where a
settlement is likely headed. For instance, orderly buildings, fraternal halls, churches,
schoolhouses, and bank buildings point to a strong social capital and investment in the
years to come. However, the devolution of the same cultural landscape hints at
outmigration, dynamic shifts in rural America, and a lack of optimism for the future as
homes are abandoned, schools crumble into disrepair, and other structures evaporate from
the once promising landscape. Within Lewis’ (1992, 23) Historic Axiom, one is
reminded that small towns like Antler are “obsolete relicts of a different age” of which it
is unlikely more will emerge on the landscape. In this sense, it is important to preserve
the story of an emerging ghost town for posterity. For every place being studied through
repeat photography, whether an endangered community of a few dozen or a gleaming
metropolis of millions, it could be helpful to consider an Axiom of Impermanence.
While the timeline varies, no place will be here forever. The cultural landscape changes.
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We sit atop strata of civilizations come and gone, and ours is transient as well. All things
must come to an end.

PRECURSORS TO DECLINE
The Homestead Act of 1862 and enlarged Homestead Act of 1909 enabled
citizens in the United States to claim up to 160 acres (or 320 non-irrigable acres) of
unappropriated public land, with the majority being located west of the Mississippi River.
Hudson (1973) noted that the growth of towns in places like Sandborn County in
southeastern South Dakota, and Bowman County in the southwest corner of North
Dakota were largely a result of railroad decisions on the placement of lines and stops, and
the activity of land speculators. North Dakota’s development was centered on the
Northern Pacific Railroad and its land grant of 1864 and progressed on a Fargo-Bismarck
axis and achieved statehood in 1889 (Hudson 1973). Hudson continues with noting that
in 1909, the Commissioner of Agriculture and Labor placed ads and pamphlets boasting
of the opportunities on the North Dakota prairies in Minneapolis, Chicago, Des Moines,
and Indianapolis newspapers that exhibited North Dakota products at fairs in Illinois and
Wisconsin, the 1910 Iowa State Fair, and the 1911 St. Paul Land Show. Often the claims
put forth in the advertisements were exaggerated. After the initial population of Antler
was established following land sales beginning in 1905, continual population decline set
in after the 1930 Census, not unlike many of the small towns in the Great Plains. The
reasons for decline are complex and varied, including the mechanization of agriculture,
increasing mobility with automobiles, railroad abandonment, and migration to urban
nodes. No matter the unique combinations contributing to the death knell of a
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community, capturing and analyzing the decay of a built-up cultural landscape through
repeat photography is relatively straightforward, and can provide an evocative narrative
of change.
One reason for overall decline not only in Antler, but in the geographic region atlarge, is posited by Robinson’s (1966) Too Much Mistake. In essence, a surplus of
infrastructure (e.g. towns, banks, schools, colleges, churches, institutions) gave way to a
state that lacked a population threshold required to maintain it (Robinson 1966). Much
like the rain failed to follow the plow, it seems the people failed to follow the settlements
popping up around the region in a manner required to warrant the development being
orchestrated. Some came at the turn of the 20th century as the West was opening, but not
enough. After the initial waves of settlers pushed through the area, small settlements like
Antler began to get smaller, and atrophy began to take hold as decennial counts indicate
(U.S. Census Bureau 2018). “As farming declines and residents out-migrate, formal
social, educational, and religious institutions evaporate” (Jakle and Wilson 1992, 205).
What remains in the rural spaces of the Great Plains is “an oversupply of towns – an
excess now made especially acute by federal agricultural policies that promote farm
consolidation in viable agricultural areas and land abandonment elsewhere” (ibid, 212213). In Don Miller’s (1990) Ghosts on a Sea of Grass, he recalls the region’s
depopulation conundrum that sparked debate by the Poppers beginning in the late 1980s.
Popper and Popper (1987) underwent heavy criticism by calling for a large portion of the
Plains to be returned to its original condition without human influence, an idea referred to
as the Buffalo Commons. In response to the region’s depopulation and subsequent
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atrophying, Miller (1990, 238) eloquently offers the following consideration for places
like Antler:
While the detritus is often not pretty, there is frequently a certain elusive beauty in these
ragged, tattered memorials. Soon most of these reminders will be gone: victims of the
relentless, malevolent, ravenous gnawings of time.

It is not difficult to find that elusive beauty in the revisited scenes that captured the fading
relics of some places, and the persistence of others in Antler. There is an intangible
allure to these places circling the metaphorical drain. Jakle and Wilson (1992, 202) sense
it as well, and provide a poignant note regarding a settlement’s inching toward the abyss:
Where land reverts to nature, abandoned structures appear to revert to nature
also, in a kind of slow cleansing. Where vacant farmsteads stand in the wake of
farm consolidation, they take the form of isolated relics easily romanticized.

METHODS
Repeat photography has been used in many geographic studies for the analysis of
human and physical landscapes, and involves the use of photos of the same location
collected over a period of time (Daniels and Bartlein 2017, Meyer and Youngs 2018).
Daniels and Bratlein (2017) provide several examples of studies that make use of photos
for landscape and cultural studies (e.g. Hastings and Turner 1965, Klett and Manchester
1984, Vale and Vale 1983) beginning in 1965. Wyckoff (e.g. 2006, 2014) has made
extensive use of repeat photography in interpreting the western landscape of the U.S.
The use of repeat photography to document historical landscape change within the
national parks is illustrated by Butler and DeChano (2001) and Meyer and Youngs
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(2018). Repeat photography has been especially useful in documenting building decay
and vegetation change in “ghost towns” (e.g. Knapp 1991, DeLyser 1999).
Photo pairs of buildings and other locations in Antler were analyzed using
methods similar to Zier and Baker (2006). The black and white historical photography of
Antler was obtained courtesy of the Elwyn B. Robinson Department of Special
Collections in the Chester Fritz Library at the University of North Dakota, in Grand
Forks. In addition, Antler residents Glenn and Sharon Tennyson provided historical
photography of Antler in color. The Tennyson’s also provided two town biographies
penned by late-resident Earl Schell (Schell 1973, Schell 1975). Eleven out of thirty
historical photos of Antler were utilized. Photos included identifiable features for
revisiting, were digitally scanned, and compared by employing the Zier and Baker (2006)
methodological framework. The sites of historical photos were revisited and a repeat
photo was taken. Initial repeat photography of Antler for this study occurred on
November 04, 2007 with a Canon PowerShot A540 digital camera and was taken by
Wetherholt. A follow-up series of images were collected on July 21, 2018 by Vandeberg
using a Canon PowerShot SX510 HS with a 30x zoom lens. Zier and Baker’s method of
recording geographic coordinates, camera orientation, and noted disturbances at each
scene was conducted as well. Coordinates were obtained with a handheld Garmin
GPSMAP 60 (Olathe, Kansas) GPS receiver in 2007, and a Garmin GPSMAP 64st
(Olathe, Kansas) was used to revisit the photo sites in 2018. Identifiable features
considered were buildings (e.g. public school, churches, and private residences), roads,
rail lines, poles (which carry telephone, power lines, etc.), fences, agriculture, grazing,
and vegetation cover.
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All photography and commentaries on the sites were recorded in a water resistant
field book. Changes are presented visually in photo pairs. While the ordinal quantitative
data are useful, the evocative nature of the qualitative photography on its own proves to
be quite stunning in some cases, and provides a narrative of change. Historical imagery
was scanned and Adobe Photoshop CS2 (San Jose, California) was utilized to layer a
historical photo on top of a revisited scene. The contemporary photo was made semitransparent in order to properly align both photos, and then the imagery encompassed by
both photos was cropped to yield a photo pair. Field forms were used to aid in the photo
pair analysis; this included information on vegetation types, changes from the historical
photo, geographic coordinates, elevation, camera orientation, and noted disturbances.
Vegetation types were analyzed for an increase, decrease, or stability in the photo pairs.
If change was noted, it was categorized as moderate or extensive. Moderate change
denoted a localized disturbance of a vegetation type or a replaced vegetation type;
extensive change was noted when a historical species/vegetation type was replaced by
another that became dominant or the historical vegetation was changed by a disturbance
such as a fire (Zier and Baker 2006).

RESULTS
Eleven locations in Antler were documented for changes from the early 1900s to
2007 and 2018 (Table 1, Fig. 3). The greatest overall change that was noted is in the
category of vegetation, which had an extensive increase from the 1900s. Of all the
characteristics examined, the unbridled growth of trees and weeds (vegetation) appears to
be one of the first signs of abandonment for the town. This vegetation was so thick in
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many cases, that clear repeat photographs could not be reproduced in 2007 for five of the
sites visited. Many buildings exhibited deterioration as a sign of abandonment, unless
they were currently in use. The presence of new roads and poles (e.g. power poles) was
also observed. Specific site results are detailed below.

State Bank of Antler
The building at the town center (Fig. 4) served as a bank, post office, customs office,
telephone office, and rooming house (Sharon Tennyson, personal comm.). The
construction was completed around December 1905 (Schell 1973, Schell 1975). Camera
orientation is northeast. Buildings in the center decreased moderately with the loss of the
Presbyterian Church; deterioration was noted. No change was noted in roads since the
original image of 1910, and poles had a moderate increase. The density of vegetation has
increased extensively since 1905.

Odd Fellows Hall, Firehouse/Jail, and Presbyterian Church
The Independent Order of Odd Fellows is a non-profit fraternal organization with
historical roots in England from the 18th century and was established in the U.S. on April
26, 1819 at Washington Lodge American No. 1 in Baltimore (Smith and Roberts 1993).
Antler’s Odd Fellows Hall, Firehouse and Jail, and Presbyterian Church (Fig. 5) are all
located just northeast of the State Bank building. Bricks arrived for construction of the
Odd Fellows Hall on July 16, 1909 (Schell 1975). Camera orientation for this scene is
northeast. Buildings decreased moderately with the loss of the Presbyterian Church, but
there was an extensive increase in the density of streets. There was a moderate increase
the number of in poles between the images and an extensive increase in vegetation.
12

Public School House
Earl Schell notes in his 1975 self-published Antler biography that the public
school house (Fig. 6) was built between 1906 and 1907. The school opened on October
5, 1907 with 55 students the first day; Ms. Madigan and Ms. Hogan were the instructors
(Schell 1975). Camera orientation for the photo pair is northwest. Deterioration is noted
and there is a moderate increase in the number of buildings overall as evidenced by the
building material in the foreground. A defunct basketball hoop provides a moderate
increase in poles and there is a moderate decrease in agricultural land use from the lower
left-hand portion of the historical photograph. A separate historical photo from Schell
(1975) showed a large agricultural plot beside the public school house, which aided in the
interpretation of the photo pair. Like most of the previous images presented, vegetation
had increased extensively.

M. E. Church and 1911 Twister
The Methodist Episcopal Church is the last of three churches left in downtown
Antler, North Dakota (Fig. 7). This image is oriented northeast. There is a moderate
decrease of buildings as well as poles; small posts that appeared in the historical image
were absent in 2007. Roads have increased moderately and there is an extensive increase
in vegetation.
The church was almost destroyed along with the rest of Antler on August 20,
1911 when a tornado roared immediately north of town (Fig. 8). It is reported that
residents received broken bones, fractured skulls, homes were destroyed in a few
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instances, and some people were even picked up off the ground and scattered around the
area (Schell 1975). This repeat photo pair is oriented north and was taken about 200 feet
south of the previous church image. There was a moderate decrease in buildings and an
extensive increase in the density of roads. Also, there was an extensive increase in poles
but no change in crop land. There is a moderate increase in grazing as indicated by the
small ranch in the background; vegetation has increased extensively. In 2007, the church
building was still being used to conduct services. The church was converted to a
residence in 2016 (Vance Lozenski, personal comm.). The Bethel Lutheran Brethren
Church is still active and located south of town.

Felton House
Much like the M. E. Church, the image of a home labeled the Residence of B.F.
Felton (Fig. 9) has withstood the tests of time quite well. The camera orientation is
northeast. There is a moderate increase in buildings and roads between the images with
the extension built onto the house and a small driveway.

The amount of agriculture

between the images appears to show no change. The most apparent change is in the
extensive increase in vegetation.
The remaining historical photos presented could not be revisited properly to make
a meaningful comparative analysis. Constraints included environmental barriers like
extensive overgrowth of vegetation, uncertain/improper orientation of the camera while
obtaining the contemporary image, and features in the historical photo no longer present
to aid in successfully revisiting the scene.
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Main Street of Antler
This photo pair of Antler’s Main Street (Fig. 10) could not be revisited properly
due to an improper orientation. In order for a proper photo pair, this scene needs to be
revisited, realigned for proper orientation, and reprocessed into a photo pair. The camera
orientation is north-northeast. Even with alignment issues in the scene, an extensive
decrease in buildings and deterioration is still discernible. Note the absence of the
majority of businesses that are in the historical photograph. There appears to be a
moderate increase in roads and poles and an extensive increase in vegetation. The Santa
Bank building (large two story building in left of photo) was present in 2007, but was
demolished by the City of Antler in 2016 (Vance Lozinski, personal comm.).

Unknown Family
This photo pair (Fig. 11) could not be revisited properly due to environmental
constraints present at the study site location. A large tree to the left is blocking the proper
position for repeat photography. When the image was attempted to be repeated by
backing up about five feet, a massive swath of vegetation approximately eight feet tall
blocked the shot entirely. Still, while aligned improperly, the abandonment and
subsequent deterioration of the unknown family’s home is clear. The camera orientation
is northwest. The other disturbance noted is a very extensive increase in vegetation.
Between 2007 and 2018, the home has been removed from the cultural landscape.

Antler Creek Bridge
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This set of images (Fig. 12) could not be revisited properly due to an uncertain
orientation. The camera orientation of the 2007 and 2018 image is east. Unfortunately,
when facing west, the landscape appears similar. This uncertainty hinders the ability to
revisit the historical photograph. An extensive decrease in buildings is present with the
absence of the bridge. There was an extensive increase in in the density of roads. While
there is a moderate increase in poles, change in fences and agriculture land use cannot be
determined due to uncertainty of the orientation. There appears to be a moderate
decrease in vegetation, but this could be due to the images not being taken in the same
season. A monument on the west side of the road commemorates the construction of a
small dam in 1962.

Original Monument/Cairn
An uncertain camera orientation as well as a missing stone with the names of
some original settler’s names resulted in a scene that could not be revisited properly (Fig.
13). The camera is oriented north. Deterioration of the monument is noted. There
appears to be no change in overall vegetation, considering tree cover would be heavy if
the 2007 image had been captured in the spring or summer.

Antler Picnic Grounds
The August tornado of 1911 was responsible for the destruction of the pavilion
shown in the final photo pair (Fig. 14). It also destroyed the Antler Dancehall that was in
this area (Schell 1975). The camera orientation is south. The historical image appears to
have a path in the right portion of the image where grass is compacted. This path’s subtle
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change in elevation was used to try to revisit the scene. Because of the lack of an
identifiable feature to aid in revisiting the scene, there is no way to be certain if this is an
actual photo pair. Both images are in the geographic space of the Antler picnic grounds,
however beyond that there is little certainty in the interpretation. The picnic grounds as
of 2018 are actively being used and maintained, with a modern campground, meeting
building, and rodeo grounds.

DISCUSSION
Employing a method like repeat photography is an effective means to read the
cultural landscape of a ghost town and reveal a tale of abandonment and change. In
Antler, North Dakota there exists many levels of change, with overgrown vegetation and
building deterioration being the major components. Abandoned buildings exhibit twin
characteristics of a lot of new vegetation as well as building disrepair. The addition of
roads and poles (e.g. power) are also noted in many of the sites studied between the early
1900s, 2007 and 2018.
This study focused on building sites that were initially shown in historic photos
from the early 1900s. Though many of these buildings have been demolished or are in
decay, the town of Antler is still an active community, with a post office, community
center, fire department, and bar and grill. The streets and public places in the community
were observed to be well maintained, the grass is mowed, and a newer sign outside of
town shows its location (Fig. 15). Several residences are located throughout the town
ranging from older maintained wood frame homes to modular or mobile homes.
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Antler received some unwanted attention in 2016, when white supremacist, Craig
Cobb, was preparing to buy property there (Forum News Service 2016, Dura 2018). The
town purchased many of the lots around town, and demolished the former Santa Bank
Building (in the Antler Main Street image), that Cobb was seeking to purchase (Figure
16).
In all, the use of repeat photography proved to be successful as a qualitative field
method employed to interpret change in rural settlements. The largest constraint was
devising a scheme that could surpass the ordinal level of quantifying change (e.g. no
change, moderate change, or extensive change), but that did not diminish the ability to
tell an evocative story. Indeed, a picture is worth a thousand words. Repeat photography
is an acceptable field technique in cataloging and discussing the historical change, and
often degradation, of the cultural landscape of rural America. While this study centered
on an atrophying settlement, repeat photography can also be useful in an historical study
of an urbanized environment as long as the camera’s line-of-sight is not compromised.

CONCLUSION
Using repeat photography in Antler, North Dakota allowed for a narrative of
change to unfold. Reading the built cultural landscape with this technique can be
conducted in any settlement, from ghost town to sprawling metropolis, as long as
historical photography of the area is available. In addition, recording geographic
coordinates enables future researchers to properly locate scenes and analyze change as
many times as desired: a consideration worthy of any repeat photography investigation
conducted in the future, no matter where the story lies. Antler was revisited in 2018 to
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see how much the cultural landscape had changed since 2007. The biggest change was in
the removal of the Santa Bank Building along Main Street. The unknown family home
was also removed. There were not dramatic changes within the other scenes, but the
gnawing of time has been persistent. The old state bank building at the town center
continues to decay and the bank lettering above the main entrance is now absent (Fig.
17). The Odd Fellows Hall appears very similar to 2007, however the old Firehouse/Jail
building next door continues to age (Fig. 18). The condition of the Antler school house
between 2007 and 2018 has changed very little, but the encroachment of the natural
environment continues with the growth of the trees beside it (Fig. 19).
It is quite possible the observed changes in vegetation and agricultural land use in
the photo pairs would vary if photo pairs were obtained during the same season.
Conducting a study like this as close to the day of year in which a historical photo was
captured will mitigate most of those concerns. Other limitations of the study included
environmental constraints, camera orientation uncertainty, missing picture elements, and
most importantly, the limited availability of archival imagery. The largest source of error
was human error while revisiting scenes. Prospective investigations should also take into
account restricted areas, areas in which permission may needed to gain entry, areas that
may have hazardous conditions present, and areas that are considered sacred or protected
from human intervention.
The one constant of the cultural landscape is change. The reasons for change
certainly vary from place to place, and not all change is one of decay like the ghost towns
that pepper the American scene. Repeat photography offers a lingua franca to
communicate the story of place no matter the geography.
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TABLE 1.
SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF ALL STUDY SITE LOCATIONS IN ANTLER, ND.
CHANGES FROM EARLY 1900s – 2018.
Observed Changes
Building
Road
Pole

Fence

Agricult.

Grazing

Veg.

DN / -

NCN

+

NA

NA

NA

++

NE

DN / -

++

+

NA

NA

NA

++

N48.9721
W101.2860

NW

DN / +

NA

+

NA

-

NA

++

M.E.
Church

N48.9727
W101.2826

NE

-

+

-

NA

NA

NA

++

Twister

N48.9718
W101.2824

N

-

++

++

NA

NCN

+

++

Felton
House

N48.9734
W101.2824

NE

+

+

NA

NA

NCN

NA

++

Picnic*
Ground

N48.9917
W101.2791

S

--

-

NA

NA

NA

NA

--

Main*
Street

N48.9707
W101.2832

NNE

+

+

NA

NA

NA

++

Unknown*
Family

N48.9704
W101.2797

NW

Bank
Building
removed
Not present
in 2018

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

++

Bridge*

N48.9902
W101.2781

E

--

++

+

CDCO

CDCO

NA

-

Stone*
Monument

N48.9953
W101.2944

N

DN

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NCN

Site
Town
Center

Location
(degrees)
N48.9705
W101.2829

Camera
Orient.
NE

Odd
Fellow

N48.9708
W101.2823

School
House

(++ extensive increase, + moderate increase, - - extensive decrease, - moderate decrease, DN deterioration noted, NCN no
change noted, NA not applicable, CDCO could not determine camera orientation uncertain, *photo pair inexact due to site
conditions)
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Figures and Accompanying Titles

Figure 1. North Dakota map showing the location of Antler. Source: Wetherholt 2018.
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Figure 2. Antler, ND population trends (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 3. Map of all 12 Study Site Locations in Antler, ND. Source: Wetherholt 2018.
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Figure 4. (top) State Bank of Antler, 1910. Source: Tennyson and Tennyson. (bottom)
Former State Bank building at town center in 2007. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 5. (top) Church, Firehouse/Jail, and Odd Fellows Hall, 1910. Source: Elwyn B.
Robinson Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Revisited scene in 2007 with
church no longer remaining. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 6. (top) Antler public school house, 1910. Source: Tennyson and Tennyson.
(bottom) Abandoned school house in 2007 with a revised entrance, overgrown
vegetation, broken windows, and derelict basketball hoop. Source: Wetherholt.

29

Figure 7. (top) Methodist Episcopal Church, approximately 1910. Source: Tennyson and
Tennyson. (bottom) M.E. Church scene in 2007. Church has a revised entryway, there
are many trees, and some structures are no longer present. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 8. (top) Tornado and M.E. Church on August 20, 1911. Source: Elwyn B.
Robinson Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Church in 2007. Road on left
appears to be an addition along with farmstead. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 9. (top) Felton house, approximately 1910. Source: Elwyn B. Robinson
Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Residence in 2007. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 10. (top) Antler Main Street, approximately 1910. Source: Elwyn B. Robinson
Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Antler Main Street in 2007, lacking many of
its original buildings. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 11. (top) Unknown family and house around 1910. Source: Elwyn B. Robinson
Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Same house in 2007 exhibiting extensive
overgrowth and deterioration. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 12. (top) Antler Creek Bridge, approximately 1910. Source: Tennyson and
Tennyson. (bottom) Antler Creek in 2007 near former bridge, facing east. The creek’s
bend to the left looks to be in both scenes, but proper orientation is uncertain. Source:
Wetherholt.
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Figure 13. (left) Monument near stone house about 1910. Source: Schell 1975. (right)
The remains of the monument in 2007, with names no longer intact. Source: Wetherholt.
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37

Figure 14. (top) Antler picnic grounds, approximately 1908. Source: Elwyn B. Robinson
Department of Special Collections. (bottom) Grounds in 2007. Location of the former
pavilion is unknown relative to 2007. Source: Wetherholt.
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Figure 15. Town sign just outside of Antler in 2018. The sign has both an American and
a Canadian flag. Source: Vandeberg.

Figure 16. Antler Main Street in 2018 with Santa Bank Building no longer present.
Source: Vandeberg.
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Figure 17. Former State Bank building at town center in 2018 with continued dereliction
and encroaching vegetation. Source: Vandeberg.

Figure 18. Firehouse/Jail building and Odd Fellows Hall in 2018. Source: Vandeberg.
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Fig. 19. Antler school house in 2018. Source: Vandeberg.

41

